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Potential affordances of public art in urban public parks: A comparison of artwork in Central Park 
and the High Line in New York City 
 
 
Abstract: 
Public art is an artistic expression situated in streets, squares, and other public spaces, 
including parks. Using two popular public parks in New York City, Central Park and the High 
Line, this article explores the affordances offered by public art in these two urban 
environments, with a focus on physical, intellectual and emotional connections between the 
visitor, the artwork, and the landscape setting. Using affordance theory as a framework, it 
considers the design of the landscape as a behavior setting that affords viewing, 
acknowledgement, and reflection of the artwork within a contemporary cultural context. Using 
preliminary qualitative observations of six artworks within the two parks, this research 
suggests that public art has the potential to afford such diverse opportunities for public park 
visitors. In order for these affordances to be actualized, the design of the park and the 
artwork’s intentions should be coordinated to ensure the experiences of the visitor align with 
the claimed benefits of public art.  
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Introduction 
Public art, by definition, is a physical form of artistic expression situated in streets, squares, 
and other public spaces, including parks (Finkelpearl, 2001; Miles 2004; Schuermans et al, 
2012). The materials, configuration, and subject matter of public art have evolved in alignment 
with transitions in art genres and styles, and changing priorities in public policy. These broader 
trends have informed public art’s relationship with public parks and can influence the design 
of appropriate ‘settings’, which include the integration of art, landscape, and audience.  
 
Many have claimed that public art reinvigorates urban public space, and contributes to 
economic revitalization, attracting investors and tourists to an area (Hall & Robertson, 2001; 
Schumermans et al, 2012). Citing past research, policies, and public art advocates, Hall and 
Robertson (2001) describe several benefits of public art, including the capacity to develop a 
sense of community; enhance a sense of place; increase civic identity; address community 
needs; tackle and ameliorate social exclusion; provide educational value; and promote 
attitudes that foster positive social change (10-18). In addition, public art can introduce 
innovative cultural perspectives and meanings, communicate specific social or political 
opinions, and open up new ways of seeing, feeling, and experiencing the world (Schuermans 
et al 2012; Ranciere 2006]. Yet, Hall and Robertson (2001) acknowledged the lack of evidence 
to support these claims, and few researchers have recognized the critical relationship between 
the design of the environment and the art that is placed within it.  
 
For those concerned with artwork, the public space in which art is situated is often regarded 
as little more than an outdoor gallery. Yet, public space does not have to recede into the 
background like the white walls of a traditional art gallery, or simply serve as a container for 
public art. Rather, it can serve as an active and vital player in establishing the terrain - both 
literally and figuratively – and influence the impact of public art on audiences and the manner 
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in which the viewer experiences a site (Reynolds, 2011). As such, there are a number of 
important relationships between public art and public space that require further examination. 
This paper explores some of these relationships by utilizing an extended notion of affordance 
theory that includes physical, intellectual and emotional connections between the visitor, the 
artwork, and the designed settings. 
 
Affordance theory, first introduced by environmental psychologist James Gibson (1979), 
explains environmental interactions in which a person comprehends possibilities for action 
offered by an environment. These are often determined by the substances, surfaces, objects, 
and living creatures within the space of habitation. Using affordance theory as a guide, this 
article seeks to understand how public art affords diverse opportunities within a public park 
that supplement functional and aesthetic aspects. It considers the design of the landscape 
setting in regards to viewing, acknowledgement, and reflection within a contemporary cultural 
context. 
 
In order to investigate these affordances, this research uses physical space observations of the 
artwork in a preliminary analysis of two distinct public parks in New York City: Central Park and 
the High Line. These observations provide insight into the changing function of public art in 
two very popular urban spaces. However, rather than take a broad approach to include all 
affordances, this research focused on affordances related to the artwork as a physical artifact 
within a designed landscape setting. Although additional affordances are undoubtedly offered 
through decision-making processes and community participation, these aspects were not 
considered within this research. Rather, this research took a post-occupancy approach to gain 
insights into the physical, emotional, and intellectual affordances offered by the artwork.  
 
In addition, the chosen parks are not designated as ‘sculpture parks’, and are not designed 
specifically as ‘green cubes’ for displaying art (Reynolds, 2011, p.222). Yet, the physical design 
of these leisured environments, and the public art that inhabits them, perform particular 
functions and are negotiated by the observed public in a manner that reflects historical and 
contemporary sociocultural priorities. Therefore, this article will first discuss affordance theory 
to establish a framework through which the observations were conducted. This will be 
followed by a brief overview of the past and present circumstances of Central Park and the 
High Line, a presentation of preliminary research outcomes, and a consideration of how future 
research on this topic can help build a greater understanding of the interactions between 
public art and public space. These contributions are important to support increased knowledge 
of how public art can be used in urban design processes and produce better public space 
outcomes. 
 
Affordances  
When establishing affordance theory, Gibson (1979) rejected behaviorist stimuli-response 
models of interaction, in which the perception of the environment is considered to be the 
result of conscious constructions. Instead, he proposed an ecological paradigm where the 
person intuitively, and in an innately physical way, interacts with their entire environmental 
field. He argued that environments provided opportunities, or ‘affordances’ for action, and 
thus proposed a renewed focus on the environment itself (Gifford, 2007). Further, Gibson 
(1979, 2014) suggested that we perceive affordances when we look at objects as part of the 
environment, rather than ascertaining their distinctive or autonomous qualities. Since it is not 
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necessary to perceive all affordances at one time, those affordances that distinguish 
themselves from other objects are noticed first, and those that motivate an individual to 
engage with it become most relevant (Rietveld & Kiverstein, 2014; Heft, 2010). 
 
Heft (1989) developed this notion further when he explained that phenomenological 
engagements with environmental features are often experienced with respect to their 
function. Humans innately perceive affordances for shelter, navigation, food, rest, and safety, 
which relate to survival tactics in their most basic sense. In an urbanized environment, such as 
New York City, these affordances remain important, but their elaboration is uniquely tied to 
urban habitation. In addition, the perceived affordances depend on the characteristics and 
experiences of an individual (Heft, 1989), as well as the cultural context (Heft, 2010). 
Therefore, understanding these affordances requires a consideration of distinct user needs, 
the cultural context, acquired knowledge, and other distractions competing for attention.  
 
Further, if we conceive of affordances predominantly within a social setting, Rietveld and 
Kiverstein (2014) argue that the affordances are contextualized within a wide variety of 
acceptable, and unacceptable, sociocultural practices. For example, a bench large enough for 
five people may be provided in a public place. Yet, if two people are already sitting on the 
bench, it may be deemed inappropriate or uncomfortable for additional people to sit on the 
same bench due to a culturally defined consideration of personal space. Similarly, many 
affordances only enable an activity because of culturally learned behavior or pre-existing 
knowledge (Heft, 1989). These notions are of particular importance within a designed 
environment, since many factors determine whether an affordance will solicit, or repel, action.  
 
Affordances, however, do not cause behavior; they either constrain it or create a possibility for 
it (Heft, 1989). Further, an assembly of behaviors, people, and objects within small-scale social 
situations can be described as a behavior setting, an interdisciplinary construct that brings 
together ideas from psychology, ecology, sociology and design (Popov & Chompalov 2012). 
This construct emphasizes the idea that there is a specific pattern of behavior, or program, 
that is found in many places (Gifford, 2007). As a means to explain the complex relationship 
between the landscape setting, public art, and human behavior, this theory highlights the 
setting as a result of the interactions between the components, rather than simply the 
presence of the components in one location (Popov & Chompalov 2012).  
 
Relevant to this article is the understanding of public art as a cultural intervention that enables 
interactions to form a behavior setting. This conception of cultural intervention assumes that 
the function of public art, as an aesthetic object, is to enhance a visitor’s experience of public 
space in a number of dimensions, including physical, emotional, and intellectual. Thus, the 
affordances offered by public art in Central Park and the High Line have an important role in 
shaping the knowledge and sociocultural competencies of park visitors. The following section 
describes the methods used to investigate these concepts. 
 
Method of Inquiry 
In order to develop a preliminary understanding of the affordances provided by public art 
within public space, this qualitative study observed the physical spaces within Central Park and 
the High Line. These two sites were chosen due to their prominence within a highly urbanized 
environment (Manhattan), and their different attitudes towards the function of public art 
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within public space. Other differences include the period they were built (nineteenth versus 
twenty-first century) and the general activities afforded in the parks. For example, Central Park 
is considered a traditional green space with sweeping vistas, mass tree plantings, and 
constructed lakes and ponds. It hosts a range of activities and enables visitors to escape the 
negative impacts of city life. In contrast, the High Line was constructed in the early twenty-first 
century on an elevated rail line. This linear park can be seen as an innovative cultural space 
that presents visitors with novel experiences that celebrate the urban context.  
 
Within each park, three artworks were chosen that exemplified the role of art within the 
cultural context. Permanent works of historical significance were chosen in Central Park and 
temporary works, created just a year or two prior, were chosen at the High Line. 
 
Physical Space Observations 
The authors collected preliminary data through a series of observations within the physical 
spaces of the two sites. This method is common to landscape architecture, urban design, and 
other environmental design disciplines to assist in understanding the character, use and 
performance of a place (Deming & Swaffield, 2011). Specifically, the authors noted physical 
trace elements left behind from past use using a reflective process that included observational 
notes and photography (Zeisel, 1981). Traces of physical use on art and its surroundings can 
indicate previous activity, as well as maintenance issues or changes. This research method has 
been shown to provide rich impressions of the space studied, is unobtrusive, and does not 
influence the behavior that causes the traces. It is also able to record a cumulative quality of 
interaction and use over time (Zeisel, 1981). Observations of signs, symbols and the artwork 
itself can also indicate particular social meanings and layers of cultural importance (Zeisel, 
2006), and help paint a picture of the social, emotional, and intellectual affordances.  
 
The authors conducted site observations of three artworks within each park (six in total) in 
November 2015 during a two-week period. The authors observed and reflected on each 
artwork separately and then together in order to gain an agreed understanding of the 
affordances provided by each artwork. Online reviews also informed an understanding of the 
artworks. In addition, the authors conducted an initial review of public comments on internet 
sites, including www.tripadvisor.com and www.yelp.com to supplement the findings. Although 
a systematic review of social media reactions was beyond the scope of this research, several 
comments have be quoted that exemplify the affordances. Interviews, focus groups, and 
behavior observations of people interacting with the artwork were not undertaken during this 
study but should be methods used to gain an understanding of the actualized affordances in 
future research. 
 
Research questions to better understand affordances of public art 
This research aimed to explore two primary questions. First, does public art provide 
affordances within a public park that go beyond the functional and aesthetic aspects of the 
space, to include emotional and intellectual aspects? Second, does the design of each setting 
afford proper viewing, acknowledgement, and reflection of the artwork within a contemporary 
cultural context to form a behavior setting?  
 
In order to answer these questions, this research focused on physical, emotional, and 
intellectual affordances as described below: 
 5 
 
1. Physical affordances – Physical affordances of the artwork aligned with Gibson’s original 
concept of affordance theory in terms of enabling specific activities within a place. The 
perceived physical affordances were determined based on the constituent elements 
within the environmental setting and traces left on and around the artwork.  
 
2. Emotional affordances – When art incorporates aspects of the history or identity of a 
place, or holds significant meaning for people, it can communicate a shared sense of 
belonging and connection to the place (Hall & Robertson, 2001). The perceived 
emotional affordances were identified through elements such as memorial plaques for 
the artwork or space, as well as art reviews for the specific artwork, and the 
researchers’ experience and knowledge in art history and landscape architecture. 
 
3. Intellectual affordances – Public art has the capacity to generate and articulate a public 
discourse (Hall & Robertson, 2001). The intellectual affordances can be linked to the 
educational value of the place, which could include raising awareness about a topic, 
person, event, or place, provoking questions or new ways of thinking, or providing 
opportunities for artists to practice and learn their craft. The perceived intellectual 
affordances were determined by art reviews, as well as the researchers’ experience 
and interpretation of the art in an environmental setting. 
 
Sites  
In this section, we briefly describe the two parks, their defining characteristics, and the specific 
art observed within each. 
 
Central Park 
Landscape Architect Frederick Law Olmsted and Architect Calvert Vaux designed Central Park 
based on their winning design competition entry titled “The Greensward Plan” (Miller, 2003). 
Construction commenced in 1856 and it soon became the first purpose-built public park in 
North America (Tate & Eaton, 2015). The park is 843 acres in size and is surrounded by 
approximately six miles of street frontage, spanning 59th Street to 110th Street, and between 
Fifth and Eighth Avenues. Central Park divides Manhattan’s Upper West Side from the Upper 
East Side, with numerous entry points around its circumference. 
 
The original concept was to provide a leisurely place for all social classes to enjoy the scenery 
and art (Tate, 2015). Olmsted and Vaux, along with a committee, played a significant role in 
determining where much of the art, that primarily included memorials and sculptures, was to 
be located in the park. Although he was reluctant to include public art in the park (believing it 
would spoil its rural character) Olmsted outlined ideas for what sculptures would be 
appropriate, and where they should be situated (Kinkead, 1990; Miller, 2003).  
 
Most of the park’s sculptures conform to traditional formats, and are positioned on pedestals. 
This is particularly true in relation to the “Literary Walk”, which is situated at the southern end 
of the park mall. It consists of some of the first statues erected in the park, including 
representations of famous authors, Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott, whose achievements 
were meant to inspire visitors. Such sculptures provided a prestigious cultural ambience to 
enhance the visitor’s experience of the park’s cultured landscape.  
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More recent artwork in Central Park has included environmental and conceptual artwork, such 
as the John Lennon memorial Strawberry Fields (1981), situated near the park entrance at West 
72nd Street and conceived by Yoko Ono. Ono requested gifts of rocks, stones and plants from 
around the world to celebrate Lennon’s memory. The site, designed by a landscape architect 
and Ono, includes gifts from 121 countries, including a Greco-Roman style circular mosaic from 
the Italian government, which features the word ‘Imagine’, the title of Lennon’s most famous 
song (Miller, 2003). Central Park has also hosted environmental and conceptual art in recent 
times, including Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The Gates (2005), which consisted of over 7,500 
gates that were bedecked with orange banners (Miller, 2009). 
 
This research identified three key pieces through which to investigate Central Park’s 
affordances: the Hans Christian Anderson statue, the Balto statue, and the Alice in Wonderland 
statue. See figure one for a schematic map of Central Park showing the approximate location 
of the art. These works were chosen due to their enduring popularity, and the manner in which 
they typified the style of public art exhibited within Central Park. 
 
1. The statue of Hans Christian Andersen (1956) created by Georg John Lober, and 
financed by the Danish-American women’s association, represents Andersen with his 
book, the Ugly Duckling (Miller, 2003). It is located at 74th Street, near 5th Avenue. 
 
2. The Alice in Wonderland sculpture, (1959), created by sculptor José de Creeft, and 
commissioned by George Delacorte, depicts characters from Lewis Carroll’s literary 
classic. It is located on the east side of the park at 75th Street.  
 
3. The statue of Balto (1925), created by American artist Frederick G.R. Roth, represents 
a Siberian Huskie that was the lead sled-dog on a relay team in Alaska in 1925 (Miller, 
2003). It is located on the East Drive at 67th Street. 
 
<<Insert Figure One about here>> 
 
The High Line  
Converted from a dilapidated rail line, the High Line is a pioneering urban green space that 
runs through West Chelsea, Hell’s Kitchen, and the Meat Packing District on the Lower West 
Side (Tate, 2015). Conceived through a major international ideas competition in 2003, and a 
professional design competition in 2004, the park was built in three phases from south to 
north: the first section opened in 2009, the second in 2011, and the third and final phase in 
2016. Originally intended for use by approximately 400,000 local inhabitants, it has become a 
global tourist hotspot, attracting over 5 million visitors in 2015 (Geberer, 2015). 
 
The design includes naturalized plantings of local flora integrated into railroad gravel mulch, 
and carefully designed pathways that respect and highlight the park’s rail origins. The High Line 
is also a multi-purpose cultural facility that includes the exhibition of temporary art and 
performance installations, as well as an urban theatre (Gastil, 2013). The elevated position 
offers scenic and panoramic views of local industrial sites and city streets, the Hudson River, 
and New York icons such as the Statue of Liberty, Freedom Tower, and the new Whitney 
Museum. Up to 85,000 square feet of new art gallery space, including the Whitney Museum 
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building, has been added to the area between 2000 and 2010, creating a more art focused 
neighborhood (Tate, 2015). In addition, the site for the new Whitney Museum was chosen in 
part because of its proximity to the more than 350 art galleries that are located in Chelsea near 
the High Line (La Farge, 2012).  
 
The High Line hosts permanent and temporary artworks and offers temporary exhibitions, such 
as the “Panorama” exhibition shown from April 2015 to March 2016, which coincided with the 
observations conducted for this research. This exhibition contained a range of emerging and 
established local and international artists. It was anticipated that the artists would directly 
respond to this visually rich urban context in their artworks (Gastil, 2013). In this sense, the 
chosen works are site-specific in that they respond to the environment and are reliant on it to 
gain meaning and purpose (Reynolds, 2011).  
 
The research described in this paper observed three pieces of public art in this exhibition to 
better understand affordances of public art within this public space. See figure two for a 
schematic map of the High Line showing the approximate location of the art. The three were 
chosen because they were exemplary in the manner in which they were integrated into the 
urban context and facilitated visitor interactions that embraced art and site. 
 
1. Elmgreen & Dragset’s larger-than-life bronze telescope titled, A Greater Perspective 
(2015) is located at the southern end of the park at 10th Avenue in a location that 
provides a scenic view of the Statue of Liberty. 
 
2. Kris Martin’s Altar (2014) is a steel replica of the frame of the Van Eyck brothers’ 
famous 1432 Ghent Altarpiece, Adoration of the Mystic Lamb. This is situated at the 
southwestern edge of the High Line and frames a vista of the surround Chelsea 
neighborhood. 
 
3. Damián Ortega’s rebar sculpture Physical Graffiti #3 (2015) is modeled into the shape 
of graffiti tags. This is installed along the railings of the park at its mid-western sector. 
 
<<Insert figure two about here>> 
 
The following section summarizes the affordances offered by the six artworks observed at the 
two parks. 
 
Findings 
Several preliminary findings emerged from the observations, indicating that public art has the 
potential to afford different opportunities within each park. Most apparent was the way in 
which the parks incorporate the artwork into the landscape. In Central Park, the physical 
spaces support the appreciation and interaction with the art in a traditional “art in public 
spaces” manner. This is in part due to the artwork’s permanent presence in the park, its 
enduring public appeal as a place to see well-known artworks, and the way in which audiences 
interact with the art through various physical elements and features. Thus, the behavior 
settings in Central Park include the physical interaction between the visitors and the artwork, 
enabling reflection and focus on the artwork rather than on the contextual landscape. In 
contrast, the physical spaces of the High Line afford the opportunity to observe the artwork, 
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but they were not designed specifically around those pieces. Instead the art highlights the 
urban context, its sights and experiences, and directs the visitor to reflect on the park and 
surrounding art-focused neighborhood.   
 
The following section describes additional observations regarding the three types of 
affordances - physical, emotional, and intellectual within the two parks. 
 
Physical Affordances 
Several aspects of the two parks help determine the physical affordances observed. These 
affordances include opportunities for wayfinding, viewing, and interaction. For example, 
Central Park is a large park with multiple circulation routes and spaces for both active and 
passive recreation. Therefore, wayfinding is a critical consideration for park visitors, both in 
relation to locating specific works of art, and to simply travel through the park. Because the 
works are permanent and also well known, the art in Central Park can act as landmarks and 
assist with wayfinding through the park.  
 
Conversely, the High Line is a linear park with limited circulation options, and is easy to navigate 
once a park visitor has successfully found a park entrance. Thus, the wayfinding needs within 
the High Line often relate to one’s location within the adjacent city fabric, which is then in turn 
related to one’s location within the park. Because the artwork included in this research was 
temporary, it was found to be less helpful for general wayfinding, yet provided key stopping 
points for visitors as they walked through the park. 
 
In addition to wayfinding, the physical spaces within Central Park afford the opportunity to 
focus on the art as discrete and autonomous objects in a public space. This was observed 
through the use of pedestals, steps leading to artwork, benches placed to offer specific views 
of the artwork, signs directing the visitor, and place names that are linked to the artworks. In 
this sense, the environment supports the art and its impact on the visitor, and thus becomes 
the background or stage set for the art.  
 
For example, the setting of the Alice in Wonderland sculpture includes a pedestal with low 
risers that invite and encourage people to move up towards the sculpture. These features act 
as a welcoming entrance to the space, with an accessible ramp, as well as walls and benches 
that afford opportunities to sit and directly view the sculpture. Visitors can circumambulate 
the sculpture, observing it in detail from all sides. See figure 3 showing the low risers leading 
to the sculpture. As evidenced by the worn areas of the metal, the sculpture affords climbing 
and sitting through the inclusion of small mushrooms that represent steps up to Alice. The 
design of the sculpture also provides small, intimate spaces underneath the large mushrooms 
where children can hide. See figure 2 for the child-friendly design. 
 
<Insert Figure 3 about here> 
 
<Insert Figure 4 about here> 
 
The bronze and stone Hans Christian Andersen statue portrays Andersen with an open book 
and a duck at his feet, and encourages direct physical interaction as it affords children, and 
young-hearted adults, the opportunity to sit on Andersen’s lap, or to simply pet the duck. The 
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stability and weight of the bronze indicates that it was constructed precisely to withstand such 
playful interaction. Due to its low pedestal, and the large flat paved area that surrounds the 
sculpture, it plays a welcoming host to afternoon storytelling events during summer months. 
At such times, children are treated to readings of Andersen's well-known tales, such as The 
Little Mermaid, Thumbelina, The Little Match Girl and The Ugly Duckling. See figure 3 for an 
image of the sculpture and large area at its base. 
 
<Insert Figure 5 about here> 
 
The Balto sculpture also shows evidence of interaction over many years, with clear signs of 
wear and erosion as people have undoubtedly sat on or petted Balto. See figure 6 for wear 
marks on the sculpture. However, unlike the Alice in Wonderland and Hans Christian Andersen 
sculptures, the design of the setting does not encourage interaction with Balto, as it is located 
on an elevated rocky and earthen mound. Yet, the desire lines worn into the grass behind the 
sculpture indicate that people find ways to access and touch Balto, in order to perform the 
culturally accepted practice of petting a dog’s head. Further, the lack of prevention measures, 
such as fencing or signage to discourage interaction, indicate that park maintenance policy 
allows this interaction to occur. One visitor posted their reaction to Balto, exemplifying the 
physical affordances provided. 
 
I like the statue and its significance, but I especially enjoy watching children interact 
with Balto. Many know the story and get excited when they first spy the dog, standing 
on a rocky outcropping at a place where two paths intersect north of the zoo. When I 
arrived there during mid-morning on a weekday in June, two girls, about 8-years-old, 
stood next to the statue, hugging the dog. When they left, a boy, maybe 11, climbed on 
the dog's back while his father took myriad photographs. The statue's tail, ears and 
back have been rubbed to a golden hue since it was unveiled in 1925. (Rumples, 2016). 
 
<Insert Figure 6 about here> 
 
In contrast, the artwork placed on the High Line affords opportunities to focus on the park and 
the surrounding city. The artwork placement and form often directs visitors’ attention to the 
surrounding landscape and street views, without affording the opportunity to interact with the 
art itself. This diminishes the role of the artworks as autonomous attractions in the park. The 
artworks generally respond to their environmental context, and their meaning and 
interpretation is highly dependent on the relationship they have with an urban park in an urban 
milieu. In some cases, the art is unobtrusive, or even covert, requiring a visitor to scout it out 
as they move through the park.  
 
Several of the artworks rearranged existing perspectives to propose new ways of seeing, or 
encourage the visitor to become cognizant of new perceptions. The idea of ‘seeing’ was 
apparent, and the art demonstrated a relationship with the landscape in which it was situated. 
Therefore, the park presented visitors with public art sculptures that required traversal, 
discovery, and identification, as well as spatial and intellectual negotiation. As Haber suggests, 
“The entire experience is a like a treasure hunt, with art where one least expects it” (Haber, 
2015).  
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For example, Elmgreen & Dragset’s A Greater Perspective is a larger-than-life bronze telescope 
that makes people aware of a southern view towards the Statue of Liberty (on a clear day) that 
many visitors may not expect. Since most vistas in the park are of short and medium range, it 
is easy to forget that the High Line also offers distant views of some of New York’s greatest 
icons. However, the artwork does not have a practical use because the oversized telescope 
does not function, and it is located within a planting bed, behind a sign asking people to respect 
the plants and stay on the path. Its purpose, therefore, is not to enhance the visitor’s vision 
through magnification, but is rather to draw the visitor’s attention to the affordances of the 
High Line, and to become immersed in the park’s ambience. As discussed on the highline.org 
blog, this is a sculpture, “that simultaneously brings attention to and makes the viewing of Lady 
Liberty impossible” (Tickle, 2016). As such, this is a direct and deliberate behavior setting 
proposition. 
 
Kris Martin’s Altar is a steel replica of the Van Eyck brothers’ famous Ghent Altarpiece, 
Adoration of the Mystic Lamb (1432). The artist however only reproduces the distinctively 
shaped Gothic frame of the original work. As there is no original subject matter within the 
frame, the frame acts to direct the visitor’s attention to the High Line and its surrounds. This is 
reinforced by the industrial material used as the medium for the frame, which alludes to the 
industrial history of the park site. See figure 7 for an image of the Altar.  
 
<Insert figure 7 about here> 
 
Damián Ortega’s Physical Graffiti #3 sculpture consists of rebar modeled into the shape of 
graffiti tags. This references the ‘art of the street’ and therefore draws attention to the urban 
context of the High Line. Installed on the railings of the park, Ortega’s flowing rebar script also 
frames different views of the streets and buildings situated alongside the park, as well as 
superimposing handmade writings onto the landscape (an effect produced when looking 
through the works). The artworks are visually, but not physically accessible, as they are set on 
the outside of the park railing behind a planting bed lined with a short fence. Although this 
prevents physical interaction, it affords the opportunity for the visitor to comprehend the work 
within a larger three-dimensional context. See figure 8 for an image of Physical Graffiti #3. 
 
<Insert figure 8 about here> 
 
Emotional Affordances 
The two parks afford very different emotional experiences, due in part to their varied histories 
and duration. In general terms, Central Park affords the opportunity to psychologically escape 
the stress of the city, as it was designed as a place to which urban dwellers could retreat 
without needing to travel a great distance. Sculptures in Central Park, such as the Alice in 
Wonderland sculpture, echo the ‘escapist’ experience as they refer to works of literary fiction, 
and exist as autonomous sculptures that do not rely on the surrounding landscape to be 
relevant. In contrast, the High Line is a place that celebrates the city and embraces its urban 
richness. Although it affords opportunities for visitors to remove themselves from the street 
level, it also provides a chance to observe and reflect on the urban experiences that occur 
within the city.  
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Sentiment is another important aspect for the three sculptures in Central Park. Whether 
because of opportunities for interaction, or because of what they represent, these sculptures 
afford a sense of community ownership. They have become important objects and places in 
people’s lives and the organizations that donated them to the park. Memorial plaques 
surrounding the sculptures indicate their importance for emotional connections and 
attachment.  
 
For example, the memorial plaques on the benches surrounding the Hans Christian Andersen 
sculpture often refer to the childhood memories of local residents who have life-long 
connections to the park. One such plaque reads, “This was a place of wonder to Stephen Burger 
(1951-1996). Those who love him, dedicate this bench to his memory.” In addition, the 
sculpture is known as a popular attraction, especially for children, due in part to the connection 
with popular children’s books. This connection to children is expressed on a bronze plaque 
with the inscription, “In honor of the children who lost their parents on 9/11/01. The Stuart 
Frankel Family.” These plaques demonstrate emotional connections with this sculpture, and 
the way in which local inhabitants have turned it into a communal memorial site. 
 
Alice in Wonderland, one of the parks most beloved sculptures (Miller, 2003), was 
commissioned by George Delacorte as a memorial to his late wife, Margaret, who enjoyed 
spending time with children. In addition, two plaques affixed to benches near the sculpture 
read, “Our favorite backyard! William, Teri, Madison, and Logan”, and “For Carlin and Henry, 
For years we hope you will sit here, enjoy the beautiful park, and think of us. Love, Mormor 
and Pappoo”. Plaques such as this indicate that this sculpture affords strong emotional 
connections both to the actual sculpture and the environmental setting within which it is 
situated. Comments of public websites also emphasize the emotional connection that people 
may have with this sculpture. For example, a comment one commenter demonstrates this 
connection, “If you love to visit the highlights of Central Park, please see Alice. She's beautiful. 
I felt like the characters would come alive at any moment. The little girl in my photo was having 
a fun time! You're never too old for a fantasy. You may enjoy yours in the vicinity of this magical 
Central Park location (Marianne W. 2017) 
 
The popular statue of Balto celebrates the actions of a dog-sled relay that became famous 
during a 1925 run from Nenana to Nome, Alaska to provide medicine to fight a diphtheria 
epidemic (Miller, 2003). The inscription on the statue reads: “Dedicated to the indomitable 
spirit of the sled dogs that relayed antitoxin six hundred miles over rough ice, across 
treacherous waters, through Arctic blizzards from Nenana to the relief of stricken Nome in the 
Winter of 1925. Endurance. Fidelity. Intelligence.” The setting affords viewing and 
contemplation, and by positioning Balto on a mound overlooking the pathway, helps promote 
the efforts of Balto as an admirable symbol of determination and perseverance. This sculpture, 
therefore, commemorates a stirring and heroic event in history. Similar to the other two 
Central Park sculptures, memorial plaques have been placed on benches surrounding Balto, 
and demonstrate an emotional connection to the sculpture. For example, one plaque reads, 
“To Alexander’s beloved Mattie, Gracie and her 7 puppies Annie, Ginger, JJ, Max, Nell, Ruby, 
Tink and all the other people walkers.” 
 
The nature of the emotional affordances at the High Line is of a markedly different character. 
Rather than appealing to local sensibilities, it can be argued that Elmgreen & Dragset’s A 
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Greater Perspective explores the emotional affordance of the tourist experience in New York 
and elsewhere. Telescopes are ubiquitous devices at popular tourist locations, and are used to 
enhance spectacular sights in a new city or region. Although the placement of the telescope 
serves to highlight the view of the Statue of Liberty, a place with deep emotional connections 
for immigrants and others, the telescope actually points toward the adjacent buildings and 
does not afford a better view of this icon.  
 
Kris Martin’s Altar refers to emotions associated with religious art. The original Van Eyck 
painting depicted a religious experience, and conveyed a spiritual and elevated sense of 
purpose. It is also an icon and an object of worship, and Martin draws an analogy between 
religious experience and the sublime experience of nature (as distilled in the park and the 
Hudson River beyond). The High Line’s great success has turned it into a place of pilgrimage 
for many local and global visitors. The Gothic arches of the artwork’s frame are indelibly 
religious, but it also proposes a connection to nature and religion, as different modes of 
contemplation, faith and belief. A church during the early Renaissance was a special edifice for 
worship, and perhaps Martin suggests the High Line is its secular and contemporary version. 
Churches are popular destinations on tourist itineraries, and include famous edifices such as 
Notre Dame in Paris, or St Peter’s in Rome. In this sense, the emotional affordance relates to 
a visitor’s knowledge or experience of religion, while enabling them to have a spiritual 
experience in an urban park setting. 
 
Damian Ortega’s Physical Graffiti #3 makes a specific reference to the gritty character of New 
York, offering emotional affordances that are linked to the raw aspects of the city. The graffiti 
has been turned into a sculptural cursive form with three-dimensional qualities, making it 
standout against the urban backdrop. The title of the artwork also refers to Led Zeppelin’s 
double album of the same name, which included images of a New York tenement building in 
the East Village. This kind of tenement constitutes a unique element in New York’s urban 
landscape, and suggests an emotional connection that some visitors might feel with the past. 
It may also act by way of contrast to the present character of the urban dwellings situated 
around the High Line. This neighborhood once contained housing for the poor, and was 
popular with prostitutes, gays and drug users. Today, however, the area has been gentrified 
and contains new high-rise luxury apartments.  
 
 
Intellectual Affordances 
Both parks offer intellectual affordances for visitors, enabling them to learn about aspects of 
city life, as well as culturally important events and people. This research identified a number 
of differences between the intellectual affordances offered via the six artworks. 
 
The public art in Central Park affords educational awareness of historic people such as Hans 
Christian Andersen, iconic literary works such as Alice in Wonderland, and key inspirational 
people, or in this case, animals in history such as Balto. The awareness is afforded simply by 
the presence of the sculptures and the recognition of their significance through signage and 
tours. See figure 9 for sign advertising the Alice in Wonderland statue as a stop on the Central 
Park audio tour. In addition, because of the permanent nature of the sculptures, information 
is available in guidebooks and other reference books about Central Park.  
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<Insert Figure 9 about here> 
 
In addition, programming in Central Park provides opportunities to learn about significant 
artwork and what it represents in the broader context. For example, storytelling sessions at 
the Hans Cristian Andersen sculpture on Saturdays in the summer afford opportunities for 
visitors to hear Andersen’s folk tales performed by skilled storytellers. In this instance, the 
artwork and the design of the surrounding context work in harmony to afford large groups of 
people to gather in a slightly separated space away from a main thoroughfare to hear a 
culturally significant story. Similarly, Art in the Park tours run by Central Park Conservancy 
Guides offer visitors an overview of artistic features of the park. Both of these events represent 
the intellectual affordances of the artwork that are supported by the design of behavior 
settings.  
 
Two comments on the travel website tripadvisor.com also demonstrate the intellectual 
affordances of the Hans Cristian Andersen sculpture. One reviewer writes, “I love Hans 
Christian Andersen's children stories and I love Central Park in NYC. I think that it is wonderful 
that children (and adults) can find this beautiful bronze statue and while enjoying this great 
area of the park - learn a bit about an excellent Danish author”. (Neta Avivi, 2016). 
 
Similarly, another contributer writes, “We stumbled across this big bronze statue of the 
Danish author, poet and fairy-tale writer while wandering through Central Park one morning. 
He sits on a bench, book in hand, reading "The Ugly Duckling" to a duck that appears to be 
listening intently. The scene made me feel as if I could enter it and listen to the tale myself. 
Perhaps he would next read "The Emperor's Clothes" or "The Little Mermaid." This is one of 
Central Park's climbing sculptures, erected in part, to appeal to children. When we visited, no 
children had arrived, but the statue's well-worn lap indicated a popular destination. I highly 
recommend a stop here for those traveling with children or any adult who wants to briefly 
"relive" a bit of childhood”. (Rumples, 2016)  
 
In contrast, the contemporary art on the High Line does not include such transparent 
affordances to learn about historical figures, as much as it encourages the visitor to 
contemplate philosophical ideas. For example, Kris Martin’s Altar is a version of an altarpiece 
that only consists of a frame. This conceptual manoeuver, using a frame as a sign for art, 
provides an intellectual affordance. As one art reviewer comments, “Kris Martin has a more 
high-minded view of home, with the outlines of an altarpiece by Jan and Hubert van Eyck. Yet 
he, too, lives between worlds. His steel framework also recalls David Smith, while permitting a 
window away from Smith’s Hudson River Landscape and onto Chelsea” (Haber, 2015). The 
frame of the artwork is an empty vehicle, and merely ‘frames’ a view, an image, or even an 
idea of what we choose to see as ‘art’. This suggests a statement about the content of art; that 
art’s power lies in its capacity to direct people to certain phenomena or awareness, rather than 
having the ability to transform attitudes solely by what is shown ‘inside’ an artwork. In addition, 
as the artist does not replicate specific religious iconography, he draws the viewer’s attention 
to alternate phenomenological, emotional and intellectual affordances that exist in the 
surrounding cityscape.  
 
Similarly, Ortega’s Physical Graffiti #3 represents graffiti, a form of street art, rendered in 
metal, a more permanent medium, which in turn can be easily painted over by the graffitist’s 
 14 
spray can. As an artwork, however, it is not associated with de-facing buildings and other public 
works (like true graffiti), but has the contrary function of beautifying it. In these respects, this 
work represents an intellectual intervention into an urban landscape.  
 
Without the use of a functioning telescope, Elmgreen & Dragset’s A Greater Perspective has 
the potential to afford the visitor an awareness of their actual geographic location near 10th 
Avenue. The views afforded by the High Line in this location, are not the projected or enhanced 
views seen through a telescope. The Statue of Liberty can indeed still be seen from the park 
on a clear day, however, a visitor might not have been otherwise aware of its visibility without 
the artwork signposting the view. The telescope’s functional inadequacy affords the 
opportunity for the viewer to appreciate the phenomenological and immersive affordances of 
the park, and thus enhance the unique sense of place within the urban landscape.  
 
The next section discusses these findings within a broader context to reflect on the 
opportunities to enhance public space with public art and the need for future research. 
 
Conclusion  
This research revealed that public art has the potential to afford diverse opportunities for 
public park visitors, including physical, emotional and intellectual affordances. Refer to table 
one for a summary of key findings. Yet, to realize these affordances, the artwork must be 
considered as an integrated component of a behavior setting. It is, therefore, important that 
the design of the park and the artwork’s intentions are coordinated to ensure the experiences 
of the visitor align with the claimed benefits of public art.  
 
<Insert table one about here> 
 
Permanent sculptures, such as those in Central Park, afford physical interactions between the 
visitor and the artwork within a traditional behavior setting. Anticipated physical affordances 
enable people to view the art from appropriate vantage points, allow them to engage or 
interact with the art, and enable visitors to arrive at the location of the art, or navigate past it. 
These affordances are reliant on the design considerations of the landscape architect or urban 
designer to understand and manage the intended affordances and anticipated visitor 
characteristics. In contrast, temporary artworks, such as those on the High Line, afford limited 
physical interaction in terms of touching, climbing and sitting, due in part to their placement 
behind barrier fencing within a landscaped area, and the less durable nature of the 
construction materials and installation. Yet, the artwork provides other affordances, including 
expanded opportunities for visual connections to the contextual landscape. As one review 
noted, “Panorama is a open-air exhibition that motivates everyone to take a walk through the 
city and admire the beautiful view around. All of the sculptures analyze the thing of seeing, 
feeling and understanding the view of the nature”. (Wisniewska, 2015). Therefore, the design 
of the physical space became an integral component of the behavior setting to provide cues 
about how the visitor can and cannot interact with the artwork and the broader context. Figure 
10 proposes a framework showing the integration of artwork within the cultural context and 
the design elements of a specific behavior setting. 
 
<Insert Figure 10 about here> 
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Long-term place and object attachment often develop over time. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that the permanent artwork in Central Park demonstrated affordances for emotional 
connections of an enduring nature. The evidence of these connections (the memorial plaques) 
suggests time spent near a specific sculpture or within the park as a whole. Further, the plaques 
do not only commemorate a person or event, they also communicate with other park visitors, 
potentially fostering a sense of shared space or sense of community.  
 
Conversely, the High Line as a new park with temporary artwork, currently lacks observable 
trace elements demonstrating the same type of emotional connections. In addition, behavior 
settings within a linear park such as the High Line, designed in part, as a movement corridor, 
do not always encourage a significant amount of time spent at each stopping point. In 
conjunction with the outward looking views afforded by the artwork, this enables broader 
emotional connections to the greater city experience. In this regard, the artwork has the 
potential to enhance the sense of place of the urban context within which the High Line is 
embedded. However, further research is needed to better understand emotional affordances 
afforded by public art within parks and other urban spaces.  
 
Like emotional and physical affordances, intellectual affordances offered by the artwork varies 
greatly within the two parks. The artwork within Central Park readily affords an awareness of 
historic people and events, or celebrates great literary works and heroic events that can inspire 
visitors and renew a sense of appreciation for others. While the intellectual affordances 
offered by the contemporary artwork on the High Line, requires more solitary reflection and 
contemplation. These intellectual affordances focus primarily on enhancing awareness, and in 
some cases rely on the previous knowledge of the visitor, or require people to investigate the 
subject matter on their own terms. However, there has been scant research undertaken into 
the nature of intellectual affordances, and more research is required to understand the 
complexities of intellectual affordances and how this type of affordance is manifested within a 
behavior setting. 
 
This article aims to initiate a discussion about the impact that public art can have in relation to 
affordances within behavior settings. To continue this important area of public space research, 
future work is required to better understand the actualized affordances of the public art and 
the impact on visitors, utilizing methods such as behavior observations, interviews or 
questionnaires, and participatory audits with park users. Although the possible benefits of 
public art are yet to be evidenced, this research explores two cases in an urban context that 
begin to justify the previous claims. 
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